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THE CORONER SYSTEM IN THE UNITED
STATES AT THE CLOSE OF THE NINE-
TEENTH CENTURY.1
BY S. W. ABBOTT, M.D., BOSTON.
In the following paper I propose to show as con-
cisely as possible the present status of the coroner
system in the United States, as derived from an ex-
amination of the latest compilation of the statutes of
each of these States. A very good and complete di-
gest of such laws as they existed twenty years ago
may be found in Lee's "Handbook for Coroners,"
published in 1881, in which the laws are quoted infull as they then existed.The office of coroner has probably existed for a
thousand years, possibly for a longer period. The
system appears to have been well established at the
time of Edward I of England (thirteenth century),
since, in the Statute 3 of Edward I, 10, the methods
employed at the coroner's inquest appear to have been
quite fully described, and the rules of action definitelylaid down.
Connected with the coroner system in early times
were many singular customs which appear to us todayquite ¡is absurd and useless as some of the remaining
adjuncts of the system as it now exists among most
English-speaking people. 1 shall allude to only two
of these.
Any personal chattel, animal or thing, forfeited to
the king for pious uses, on account of its having
caused the death of a human being, was termed adeodand (t/.eo dandtini). Blackstone traces the, cus-
tom back to Greek and Jewish laws, which required
the destruction of anything which caused a man's
death, the notion of the punishment of the animal or
thing being implied. Certain peculiar distinctions ex-isted in relation to deodands, ¡is, for instance, between
objects in motion and objects standing still. If ahorse or any other animal in motion killed any one,
either infant or adult, or if a cart ran over him, it was
forfeited as a deodand. If death was caused by tail-ing from a cart or a horse ¡it rest, the law made the
chattel or animal a deodand if the person killed were
an adult, but not if he were a child. If death was
caused by a thing not in motion, that part only which
was the immediate cause of death was forfeited. If
one were climbing upon the wheel of a cart, and were
killed by falling off, the wheel only was a deodand.
II the cart were in motion and ran over some one, the,
whole cart and its burden were also forfeited. Similar
distinctions prevailed with reference to vessels at
anchor and under sail.
The finding of a jury was necessary, not only to de-
termine the facts, but also the value of the chattel
which was thus decided to be ¡i deodand. The nature
and value of the weapon or chattel must be distinctly
stated. This singular custom became deservedly un-
popular, and juries interfered with the action of so un-just a measure, until the ¡ict of 184 (i 2 provided that
there should be " no forfeiture of any chattel for or in
respect of the same having caused the death of a man,
and no coroner's jury sworn to inquire, upon the sight
of any dead body; how the deceased came to his death
shall find any forfeiture of any chattel which may
have moved to or caused the death of the deceased,
or any deodand whatever ; and it shall not be neces-
sary, in any indictment or inquisition for homicide, to
allege the value of the instrument which caused thedeath of the deceased, or to allege that the same was
of no value." With the numerous accidents constantly
occurring at the present day, on sea and on bind, on
railways, street cars, Steamers and Other conveyances,
such a law would Ik; productive of great inconvenience
and obstruction to public travel.
The tarmfelo de se is nearly synonymous with sui-
cide. It has, however, occasionally a more restricted
significance when applied to "anyone who commits
an unlawful malicious act, the consequence of which
was his own death, as if, attempting to kill another,he runs upon his antagonist's sword, or shooting at
another, the gun bursts and kills himself." For many
centuries it was the custom in England to bury eachj'elo de se on the highway with a Stoke driven throughhis body. This ignominious form of burial was abol-ished in the reign of George IV, by an act of Parlia-
ment which ordered the burial of the body of ajelo de
se within twenty-four hours after the inquest, betweenthe hours of nine and twelve at night, and without the
rites of Christian burial.
The following is a condensed statement of the cor-
oner system as it now exists throughout the UnitedStates : The laws in all the States without exceptionbear the marks of English origin, and afford the
strongest, evidence that English laws and English cus-
toms, once implanted in a new soil, are only uprooted
by the most vigorous efforts, and the presentation of
convincing evidence of a necessary change. Englishlaws and customs are almost coeval with the marvel-
lous spread of the English language and its hold upon
nations. Habitual inertia toward the acceptance of
new and improved methods and a tenacity in retaining
old and established usages and ways of action, evenin the face, of evidence showing the need of better
methods, is ¡i peculiarity of our race. The marvel-lous discoveries of recent years, which have emanated
from the schools and laboratories of Berlin and Paris,
and other Continental cities, have usually been ac-
cepted ¡it London only after mature deliberation, and
even then with tardy acknowledgment.This habitual slowness undoubtedly accounts for
the fact that English-speaking communities are, ex-
tremely slow to ¡idopt better and more rational meth-
ods for dealing with deaths from violent and sudden
causes.
Laws relating to coroners' inquests may be foundin the early statutes of all the States ¡is part of the le-gal machinery under which those States were estab-lished, and, going still further back, this is true of the
colonies which existed in the seventeenth and eigh-
teenth centuries, down to the Revolutionary period.One of the best statements of the coroner laws of
the Massachusetts Colony is that which appears in the
statutes of the year 1700, chapter 3, enacted June
10th of that year. Eighteen jurors were summoned,
of which number fourteen were sworn in sets of three
or four. 'Two oaths were administered to them. The
fee of the coroner was then ten shillings per day, andthat of the jurors two shillings each. As new colon-
ies were planted, and, still later, as new States and Ter-
1 Read before the Massachusetts Medico-Legal Society, June 5, 1900.
• »audio Victoria, c. 82.
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ritorie.s were established, the same ancient method
was invariably adopted with slight variations, for want,
of due care in searching for a more rational model, andit was not until the last quarter of the present century
that our own State broke away from the established
usage and adopted the excellent system under which
medico-legal inquiries are now conducted.
The coroner, the inquest and the jury exist in
nearly all the States in practically the same form.Rhode Island and Connecticut have imitated the ex-
ample of Massachusetts, but not in so radical a man-
ner.
There are, however, certain minor points of differ-
ence among the States, to which I will now refer.
These relate chiefly to the functions of the coroner's
office, the mode of his election or appointment, his
fees, the number of the jury, and the employment of
medical officers. The vicarious duties of the coroner,
« hereby he was occasionally required to perform theduties of sheriff, were also copied from the English
statutes, and certain still more incongruous duties have
been added in some of the, Western and Southern
States.
In some of the Slates ¡in inquest may be held in the
case of a person who is seriously wounded, and in im-
minent, danger of death. In Indiana the, jury was
abolished by ¡in act of 1879. In Texas also an in-
quest is held without a, jury. In Alabama the coroner
must be keeper of the jail, if the sheriff is imprisoned.
In Kentucky the coroner may hold an inquest in cases
of house breaking; In several of the States the cor-
oner is a conservator of the peace, and must suppress
riots and disturbances and may apprehend and commit
felons and traitors. In Mississippi the coroner is also
the county ranger, and it is his duty to take charge of
stray horses, mules, jacks, cattle, sheep and bogs.
The modes of election ¡ire epiite diverse. In Ala-
bama, Arkansas, Colorado, Georgia, Idaho, Iowa,
Kansas, Kentucky, Louisiana, Michigan, Minnesota,
Nebraska, New Jersey, Nevada, New York, North
Carolina, Ohio, Oklahoma, Pennsylvania, South Caro-
lina, South Dakota, Washington, Wisconsin and Wy-
oming the coroner is elected by the inhabitants of the
county. In Tennessee he is appointed by the county
court. In Virginia also the county court appoints a
coroner for two years and can appoint more if neces-
sary. In Illinois, Indiana, Maine and New Hamp-
shire the governoi appoints the coroner.
In Texas, Vermont and Utah the office of coroner(under that name) is unknown, a justice of the peace
acting in all cases where the presence of such au offi-
cia] is required.
The, fees of coroners are also quite varied. In
New Hampshire the lee l'or holding an inquest is$1.50, in some States it is $5.00 and in others $10.
The fees for recording, for mileage and other items
also present a considerable range oí variation. In
some States, by recent, statutes, stenographers may be
employed ¡if inquests, payable either by monthly sal-
ary, as in Kentucky, or by fixed prices for the, amount
of work performed.
In several States physicians receive regular appoint-
ments for aiding the coroner in his official work. In
others the coroner selects any one whom he prefers
for the time being. The compensation of such physi-
cians ranges from $6.00 in Minnesota to $50 in someStates for ¡in autopsy, and $100 in Mississippi in eases
where the body is exhumed. In Missouri the fee for
an autopsy is $10, but if the coroner makes it, it is$25. In New Jersey the coroner may provide graveclothes for nude bodies ¡it ¡in expense of $1.00
each.
In several cities of the United States the coroner is
a salaried officer, this being the ease in New York,Philadelphia, Detroit, St. Louis, Cincinnati, Cleve-land, Washington, Charleston and other cities, a plan
which has obvious advantages.The requisite number of jurors is usually either six
or twelve. In New Hampshire throe only are re-quired, in Louisiana five and in Tennessee seven. In
several States the number of jurors summoned islarger than the number sworn for the inquest, the
uumber thus summoned ranging from nine to twenty-three.
The amount of bond required of a coroner variesfrom as low as $250 in Colorado, to $50,000 in the
large cities of Ohio.The jury is usually selected from the inhabitants oftin! town or county. In Iowa, North and South Da-
kota, from the "electors." In Kentucky they must,be " housekeepers." In Utah they must be "qualified
residents." In Washington a juror must be a " maleinhabitant over twenty-one years old and of sound
mind." In West Virginia he must be "a suitable
resident." In Washington a jury is thus defined: "Ajury of inquest is a body of men, six in number, sum-
moned from the qualified inhabitants of a particulardistrict, before the coroner or other ministerial officer
to impure of particular facts."
In Wisconsin the coroner is ex ojjlcio a. deputy fishand game warden, and must ¡issist the State warden
upon due notice. He must resign to the sheriff, who
transmits his resignation to the governor. 'The coro-
ner must also make complaint as to violation of the
statutes relative to the sale of liquors to Indians. InColorado the coroner may be held for bribery and as-
sault. He cannot practise as an attorney. He mustinvestigate mining accidents and must also seize gam-bling implements, take snares, traps, nets, etc., and isliable to very many penalties.
Whenever a reform is proposed in any department
of the government, every species of argument is em-ployed for the purpose of convincing the law-making
authorities. Arguments from the moral standpoint,from the sanitary standpoint, from the patriotic stand-point, all have weight, but, experience has shown thatthe economio argument has usually proved the most
successful in the end. An appeal to the public purseis usually the appeal which wins. It was shown afterthree years' experience in Massachusetts that the abo-lition of the jury, and the introduction of ¡i system re-quiring investigations by skilled practitioners of medi-
cine in every case of violent death, had not only
wrought a marked improvement in the method of work,but had resulted in ¡i material financial saving to theState. In the city of New York in 1898 the coroners
estimated the expense of conducting their work for
one year at $23',),050, or about seven cents per capitafor the city of Greater New York. In Massachusettsin the same year the cost was only one and one-third
cents per capita, or less than one-fifth as great, andthis too over a territory of 8,000 square miles.There are in the United States about 3,000 counties,in the majority of which a coroner exists by law.There are also at least 100 cities of sufficient size to
require the continuous services of at least one medical
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man l'or medico-legal work of this character. Thereis no valid reason to prevent the medical professionfrom taking the initiative in this much needed reform.
The old time coroner is a foe to medical progress, andit is time to " move on his works."
AUTOPSIES AND PHYSICAL EXAMINATIONS.1
BY DiSTRICT ATTORNEY R. O. HARRIS, EAST BRIDGEWATER, MASS.
Mb. President and Mkmukks of the Mas-
sachusetts Medioo-Legal Society:
—
Since I,
somewhat rashly, agreed to read you a paper on the
subject of "Autopsies and Physical Examinations," I
have been afraid that you might feel that I had under-
taken to invade your province and deal with a subject
better understood by you than by me.
The two professions of medicine and law should go
hand in hand in search of truth. Medicine, in capital
eases, must often go first, and upon her judgments
must the law base its proceedings. I find, in discuss-
ing the matter with physicians, that there are two
opinions as to the purpose of the autopsy.
One school, if I may so term it, holds that the duly
of the post-mortem operator is only to ascertain the
proximate, cause of death, and that the manner in
which death came is of no concern to him. That is
to say, if ;i man is found dead, with skull split or
crushed, and a bloody axe or club is found near by,
the operator can report, the proximate cause of death
as wounds upon the head, and that the axe or club
would be an instrument adequate to give such wounds.The other school holds that the operator is also an
examiner, and that every detail should be noted, both
of appearances upon the body, and of surrounding
objects, and furthermore that nothing should be as-
sumed or taken for granted. The latter opinion is
the better one, and the reason is not far to seek. The
very purpose of the autopsy is to obtain information,
evidence. The examiner should therefore approachhis case with mind open, unbiased and unwarped by
theories or opinions. He should note every abnormal
appearance. He should also note carefully the ap-
pearances following upon his own operations. The
contents of stomach, bowels, bladder, and other
organs should be accurately observed. Surrounding
objects ought not to go unnoticed.
Very many of these things may be noticed and not
reported. Above all, in a case when, by any pos-
sibility, ¡i charge of unlawful killing may be made,judgment as to the manner of the killing ought to be
suspended. The medical examiner is not a prosecu-
tor ; he has no power to commit or examine parties.His duty is to ascertain facts within a certain field,
and instruct the ollicers of the law in regard to them,
lie cannot anticipate explanations or defences, li
careful and thorough in his work, however, he can
pass upon them when offered, and tell whether they
are good.
This, I fear, may seem trite and uninteresting to
you, and you may say that of course we should do all
these things.
The experienced medical examiner, who has been
in many trials, will do these things, because the im-
portance of what I say has probably been borne in
upon him ¡it some time, and with great force. Let,
me cite a few instances out of my own limited expe-
rience.
Several years ago ¡i woman, of some seventy years
of age, was found dead in her house. The body wasfound doubled up like a jaekknife, in a closet, thedoor of which was closed. After the door was opened
they could not close it again, owing to the rigidity ofthe body. The medical examiner, ¡i skilful and intel-
ligent man, called in another to assist him in perform-ing the autopsy. Marks, ¡is of fingers, wen! found
around the throat. Evidences of death by strangula-tion were abundant, and vomitus was found in the
windpipe and air passages. Death by violence was
clearly established, and the proximate cause of death
was clear. The physicians were not content to stopthere, and examined the body minutely. A very
slight abrasion or bruise upon the genitals led to
exminntion of the vagina, and rape was clearly
shown. The subject, both in age and personal ap-
pearance, had passed the time when one would have
expected her to be the object of either solicitations or
sexual attack. The choking might well have had
robbery ¡is its motive, and an examiner would be
tempted to stop with that. The rape, however, oncodemonstrated, care required examination of the con-
tents of the stomach and all the organs. The .stomach
assisted to fix the time of day when she died, as the
remains of the last meal were found upon the table.No such food as the defendant told about was found
either upon the, fable or in the stomach. The exami-
ners were thus able to stamp bis story ¡is a lie. The
riiror mortis also helped to establish the time. No
one could possibly have anticipated what the story ofthe defence would be, but the complete examination,
as well as autopsy, enabled the prosecution to beardown the defence completely.In another case, again of an old woman, upon open-ing the head, the brain was found to be edematous,
and the heart affected, and the proximate cause ofdeath was apparent. Again a bruise, upon the geni-tals, slight and easy to be overlooked, led to examina-
tion for rape. That once demonstrated, other bruises
on the hands, arm, and legs, ¡ill slight, and none offatal character, told a story much more importantthan that told by heart and brain. A bullet hole in
the back of the head tempted one examiner to formhis conclusion, and stop his examination. Upon being
urged to go further, ¡mother hole was found, and the
discovery changed the whole theory of the case. The
word case I use advisedly, as the examinations aro
made with a view to gaining exact knowledge of facts,for use in further proceedings, not medical, and in the
course of which the physician's may be a small, al-
though very important, part.It is impossible to anticipate the theories that may
have their origin in the necessities of ¡i defendant
who has the assistance of ingenious and intelligent
counsel. Unimportant bruises upon the body of a
man that shows apparently clear evidence of foul and
wilful murder may be, the foundation l'or a theory ofkilling in self-defence, or at most of manslaughter.The autopsy, ¡it least the exact and careful autopsy,
can be made but once. Only by thorough observa-tion will you be able to successfully meet all theories,
to fully answer all questions. Any one of you maybe called in to assist at an autopsy at any time, and I
am, unduly, perhaps, but earnestly, trying to impress
upon you ¡ill the need of care. There are two par-
1 Read before the Massachusetts Medico-Legal Society, June 5,1900.
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